Professional Learning Communities and Collective Efficacy Through a Transformational Leadership Lens by Voelkel, Robert H., Jr.
1 
Professional Learning Communities and Collective Efficacy Through a Transformational 
Leadership Lens 
 
Purpose Statement: The overarching purpose of this study sought to answer three central 
questions.  The first question explored the ways teachers worked together in PLCs.  The second 
question was to understand the relationship between collective efficacy and PLCs in one school 
district in Central California nationally known as a PLC district and to explore similarities and 
differences between more and less effective schools and PLC teams within schools.  Third, the 
study provided an opportunity to examine transformational leadership and the role it plays in 
implementation and sustaining a PLC within the school.  Not much empirical research has been 
conducted on the actual work teachers do in PLCs.  Even less research has been completed on the 
relationship between collective efficacy and PLC characteristics.  Therefore, this study sought to 
expand the realm of knowledge as it relates to collective efficacy, PLCs, and transformational 
leadership within schools.  
 
Framework and Research Questions: This study used a proposed theoretical framework and has 
confirmed the original framework with the exception of the demographics, which showed no 
significance, which may be a reflection of the similarities in demographics among the schools.  The 
conceptual framework is illustrated in Figure 1.  This framework links professional learning 
communities and collective efficacy.  This interconnectedness also includes transformational 
leadership, which is linked to both PLC and collective efficacy.  When combined, these constructs 
have potential to lead to increased student achievement.  This framework demonstrates the crucial 
role transformational leadership plays in enhancing the PLC process as well as collective efficacy.  
The PLC process is a predictor of increased collective efficacy.  The qualitative data was valuable 
in illustrating the reciprocal relationship between the PLC process and collective efficacy that did 
not emerge in the statistical SEM model. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
       
 
 
 
 
 
  
Figure 1: Reconceptualized professional learning community depicting the relationships between 
collective efficacy, professional learning community, and site leadership necessary to increase 
student achievement.  
 
This study used both quantitative and qualitative data to answer the following research questions. 
1.0 In what ways do teachers work in professional learning communities? 
Transformational Leadership 
• Intellectual Stimulation 
• High Performance Expectations 
• Individualized Support 
• Appropriate Modeling 
• Productive School Culture 
• Structure 
PLC Characteristics 
• Collective Goals 
• Collective Actions  
• Focused on Results  
Perceived Collective Teacher Efficacy 
• Analysis of the Teaching Task 
• Assessment of Teaching Competence 
Increased 
Student 
Achievement 
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1.1 What PLC characteristics are demonstrated? 
1.2 How do schools and PLC teams differ in their degree of implementation? 
2.0 What is the relationship of collective efficacy to PLCs? 
2.1 What is the level of collective efficacy in Sanger Unified School District? 
2.2 What is the relationship between PLC characteristics and collective efficacy? 
3.0 What is the role of the site leader in fostering professional learning communities? 
3.1 In what ways do teachers perceive the principal playing a transformational role in 
implementing the PLC model? 
3.2 In what ways do principal leadership, PLC implementation and collective efficacy 
interact to contribute to PLC sustainability? 
 
Data Analysis: The study began with a survey instrument that included demographic, PLC and 
collective efficacy questions.  The survey addressed two of the three research questions posited in 
this study and was administered at a staff meeting to increase response rates.  To seek more depth in 
survey responses, once the surveys were returned and initially analyzed, four schools out of sixteen 
were selected to allow the researcher to conduct one-on-one interviews (Table 2).  In addition to the 
interviews allowing the researcher to ask questions regarding site leadership, which encompassed 
the last research question, the qualitative data also provided more insights to answer the how and 
why aspects of the other research questions than quantitative data alone could have provided.  To 
help gather as complete a picture as possible, supporting documentation was also collected and 
analyzed to explore continuity between the surveys and interviews and find confirmatory evidence 
of teacher and principal perceptions.  
 
Quantitative Participants: Invitations were sent to all teachers and principals from all elementary, 
K-8, middle, and high schools within Sanger Unified School District.  Out of 20 possible schools, 
16 participated in the surveys conducted during a staff meeting.  Table 1 represents the school level 
(Elementary = E.S., K-8 School = (K-8), Day School = (D.S.), High School = H.S.), the number of 
teachers, the number of surveys returned, and each participating site’s response rate percentages 
usable.   
Table 1: Participant (teachers and principal) Survey Response Rate 
            
Schools  Number of   Number    Percentage Returned/ 
Teachers    Returned  Used 
            
Elementary Schools (E.S.) 
E.S.  1       14      13     93 
E.S.  2       18      18     100 
E.S.  3       24      23     96 
E.S.  4       17      16     94 
E.S.  5       24      22     92 
E.S.  6       23      21     91 
E.S.  7       13      11     85  
E.S.  8       18      13     72 
E.S.  9       25      24     96 
E.S.  10      25      21     84   
K-8 Schools (K-8) 
K-8  1       20      12     60 
K-8  2       21      18     86 
K-8  3       20      19     95   
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Day School (D.S.) 
D.S.  1       5      5     100   
High Schools (H.S.) 
H.S.  1       7      7     100 
H.S.  2       106      67     63 
            
Total       380     310      82%               
 
The return rate among teachers at all the elementary schools was consistent (Table 1).  Six of the 
elementary schools had a usable return rate in the 90% range, two in the 80% range, one in the 70% 
range, and one of the elementary schools returned 100% of the surveys.  The K-8 data revealed that 
one of the schools usable surveys returned in the 90% range, one in the 80% range, and one in the 
60% range.  Similar results were found when looking at the high schools (81.5% useable surveys 
returned).   
 
Qualitative Participants: To determine the sites for the second phase, data from the 297 K-12 
teacher and principal surveys were used to conduct descriptive tests to establish each school’s 
overall mean score of PLC characteristics and levels of perceived collective efficacy, student 
population, ethnicity breakdown, and other demographic characteristics.  While the descriptive data 
revealed each of the schools in this study had mean scores showing high levels of PLC 
characteristics and collective efficacy, two of the schools chosen had slightly higher levels of 
perceived collective efficacy allowing for a comparison of the findings between sites.  In addition, 
PLC teams within each site demonstrated differing degrees of collective efficacy, which were also 
examined.  The researcher decided to use only upper grade level PLC teams as a review of the 
literature demonstrated most studies to date have been conducted in the lower elementary grade 
levels.   
 
The six transformational leadership characteristics were grouped into two groups: Intellectual 
Stimulation, High Performance Expectations, and Structure and the second group includes the 
remaining characteristics of Individualized Support, Appropriate Modeling, and Productive School 
Culture.  Generally, the codes used from interviews revealed that the schools and PLC teams with 
higher levels of perceived collective efficacy also demonstrated more characteristics of PLC to a 
higher degree and had higher student achievement, as compared to the schools with lower perceived 
levels of collective efficacy, which exhibited less transformation in becoming a PLC, and had lower 
student achievement. 
 
Table 2 represents the list of qualitative participants and personal characteristics to include:  
participant code, total number of years teaching, number of years with current PLC team, and 
participants’ primary PLC team.   
    Table 2: Qualitative Participants 
Participant 
Code 
Years Teaching Years with Current 
PLC Team 
Primary PLC Team 
E.S. 10    
Teacher 1A 6  1 5th grade 
Teacher 2A 10 6 5th grade 
Teacher 3A 13 3 4th grade 
Teacher 4A 15 3 4th grade 
Principal A  N/A Admin. 
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E.S. 6     
Teacher 1B 7.5 7 5th grade 
Teacher 2B 17 7 5th grade 
Teacher 3B 8 1 4th grade 
Teacher 4B 8 1 4th grade 
Principal B 5  N/A Admin. 
K-8  3    
Teacher 1C 2 1 7/8th grade ELA 
Teacher 2C 6 3 7/8th grade ELA 
Teacher 3C 11 7 6th grade 
Teacher 4C 34.5 10 6th grade 
Principal C  N/A Admin. 
K-8   1    
Teacher 1D 5 5 6/7th ELA, Science, History 
Teacher 2D 22 1 6/7th History 
Teacher 3D 9 1 7/8th ELA, Science 
Teacher 4D 1 1 7/8th ELA, Science 
Teacher 5D 23 1 7/8th Math 
Principal D  N/A Admin. 
As can be seen in Table 2, most of the teachers had a moderate level of teaching experience (6-10 
year range); however, eight of the 21 had only one year on their current PLC team and one school 
(School D) had four members with only a one-year tenure on the team. 
 
Data Analysis/Summary of the Findings: The data analysis and findings revealed from the study 
are summarized by the three research questions and subquestions.   
 
Research Question 1 (Subquestion 1.1): To explore this question and the first research 
subquestion,  the researcher analyzed the district mean scores for each of the PLC survey questions 
to examine the overall levels of professional learning community characteristics employed within 
teacher PLC teams (Table 3).  Based on a 5.0 Likert scale, the district’s overall PLC mean score 
was 4.44.  School scores ranged from a maximum of 4.91 to a minimum score of 4.10.  When 
considering elementary vs. secondary schools, the mean score for elementary schools was 4.52 and 
for secondary schools, including K-8, 4.34.  This is evidence of the high level of PLC 
characteristics implemented within Sanger Unified School District.  The fact that this district has 
implemented the DuFour and Eaker (1998) PLC model for the past five years is further proof that 
the PLC model has been sustained within this district.  
 
In order to analyze teachers’ perceptions of each of the professional learning community 
characteristics, teachers responses were grouped into three categories: 1) positive perceptions (those 
who responded with a 4, Quite a Bit or 5, A Great Deal); 2) negative perceptions (those who 
responded with a 1, Not at all or 2, Very Little); and 3) average (those who responded with a 3, 
Some Degree) (Table 3) according to each of the PLC questions.  Over 75% of participants 
responded with a 4 or 5 for each of the PLC questions suggesting that the vast majority of 
respondents perceive that most activities associated with their PLC teams are happening in their 
schools.  It is notable that fewer than 6% of participants put a 1 or 2 with any of the questions. 
 
The descriptive findings indicate the district as a whole conducts business using the professional 
learning community characteristics as defined by DuFour and Eaker (1998).  One example of 
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evidence of high levels of PLC characteristics is the first question that received the greatest 
agreement among participants.  Ninety-four percent (94%) of participants surveyed responded with 
a 4 or 5 stating that their team works together to clarify the essential outcomes for each unit of 
instruction using state and local standards and resources as well as student achievement data (Table 
3).  Regardless of each unit, most survey participants work together regularly with the goal to 
improve student learning.   
 
Table 3:  District Descriptive Professional Learning Community Statistics 
            
Survey   Mean        Std.    % 1/2 %  3          % 4/5 
Questions         Deviation   Not at all/ Some       Quite a bit/  
        Very little degree    A great deal 
1. Essential outcomes 4.51        .657          2      4  94 
2. Common pacing 4.53        .835          4      6  90 
3. Judge student work 4.29        .836          2      15  83 
4. Practice #3  4.19        .895          5      15  80 
5. Monitor learning 4.60        .721          1      7  92 
6. Interventions  4.55        .665          0      9  91  
7. Additional support 4.22        .832          1      23  76 
8. Use student data 4.47        .740          1      10  89 
9. Practice #8  4.53        .676          1      6  93 
10. Norms/Protocols 4.54        .731          1      9  90 
11. S.M.A.R.T. goals 4.50        .714          1      8  91 
12. Celebration  4.42        .719          1      10  89 
13. Shared vision 4.35        .778          1      15  84 
            
N=297 District teachers and principals. 
 
As seen in Table 3, six additional questions received the highest ratings of 90% or higher.  For 
example, 93% of participants agree or strongly agree they use student data from various 
assessments to identify strengths and weaknesses in teachers’ individual and collective practices. 
Participants in this study have a clear focus on helping all students learn and do what is necessary to 
ensure they do indeed learn the intended materials.  The third highest overall percentage was 
question 5 in which 92% of participants put a 4 or 5 score.  Question 5 sought to determine if PLC 
teams monitor all students’ learning at least four times each year on essential outcomes through a 
series of team-developed (common) formative assessments that are aligned with district and state 
standards.  The findings suggest that most participants are meeting together in PLC teams with a 
clear focus on student learning based on student data, a hallmark of the PLC model.  These high 
mean scores across the district and its schools (Table 4) suggest that teachers perceive a high level 
of implementation of the PLC model in their schools and grade level or department teams.  These 
findings suggest a strong relationship between implementation of PLC and increased student 
achievement as is shown in Figure 2. 
 
Question 7 received the lowest percent of participants (76%) putting a score of 4 or 5 and the 
highest percent (23%) of participants scoring a 3.  This question was designed to unwrap the extent 
to which students are required, rather than invited, to devote extra time and receive additional 
support until they are successful.  Given the high positive response rates to the other questions, it is 
noteworthy in this case that 25% of the respondents believe their schools need to focus more on a 
system of interventions to better support students who are having academic difficulty.   
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Most of the mean scores, 9 out of the 13 PLC survey questions, were in the range of 4.42 or higher.  
Overall, the high mean scores for each of the PLC questions demonstrate that teachers agree or 
strongly agree that their school is implementing the PLC practices as defined by DuFour and Eaker 
(1998).   
 
Research Question 1 (Subquestion 1.2):  To further analyze the quantitative data and better 
address research question 1 and subquestion 1.2, descriptive statistics are presented for each of the 
participating sites.  Table 4 provides a breakdown of participants’ responses to each site’s overall 
PLC mean, overall collective efficacy mean, overall PLC and collective efficacy percentage of 
participants putting a 3, 4, or 5 score, 2004 API, and API change over the last five years. 
 
Table 4: Overall Site Descriptive Professional Learning Community (PLC) and Collective Efficacy 
(C.E.) Statistics 
            
School  Overall       Overall       Overall PLC Overall C.E.  API      5 Year   
     PLC           C.E. %3-5         %3-5           2004      API  
    Mean        Mean        Some degree/ Some degree/        Change 
                Quite a bit/ Quite a bit/ 
                                                                    A great deal A great deal    
Elementary Schools (E.S.) 
E.S.  1  4.72       4.67     98     100    577       +171 
E.S.  2  4.82       4.74     100     99    N/A       +32* 
E.S.  3  4.29       4.25     97     96    702       +45  
E.S.  4  4.58       4.30     100     98    640       +132 
E.S.  5  4.44       4.33     100     98    673       +77  
E.S.  6   4.79       4.64     100     98    697       +89  
E.S.  7  4.10       4.63     79.6     100    676       +116 
E.S.  8  4.91       4.80     100     99    786       +40  
E.S.  9  4.11       3.72     96     93    613       +93  
E.S.  10  4.44       4.10     99     98    601       +171 
            
K-8 Schools (K-8) 
K-8  1  4.34       4.54     100     99    778       +78 
K-8  2  4.37       4.28     100     98    829       +76** 
K-8  3  4.36       4.31     99     99    721       +100 
            
Day School (D.S.) 
D.S.  1  4.38       4.20     100     98    N/A       +124 
            
High Schools (H.S.) 
H.S.  1  4.28       4.18     100     94    359       +193 
H.S.  2  4.33       4.25     98     97    680         +28   
Scores based on a five-point Likert Scale.  
*School opened in 08-09 school year. Data indicates two years growth. School’s API was above 800 first year scores 
were reported.  
**School’s API was above 800 five years ago. 
 
The findings show that the PLC and collective efficacy means are positively related.  For example, 
four of the schools have very high levels of both PLC and collective efficacy characteristics.  E.S. 2 
has an overall PLC mean of 4.82 and an overall collective efficacy mean of 4.74, which represents 
the second highest PLC and collective efficacy means respectively within the district.  The highest 
PLC mean of 4.91 and highest collective efficacy mean of 4.80 was discovered in E.S. 8 further 
suggesting that teams with higher levels of PLC characteristics also have higher levels of collective 
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efficacy.  Each of these schools demonstrate both high levels of PLC characteristics and high levels 
of collective efficacy. 
 
When reviewing the data representing the lowest PLC and collective efficacy means within the 
district, similar findings were revealed.  E.S. 9, for example, had the second lowest PLC mean of 
4.11 and the lowest collective efficacy mean of 3.72.  H.S. 2 had a PLC mean score of 4.33 and a 
collective efficacy score of 4.25.  This suggests that teams demonstrating PLC characteristics to a 
lesser degree also have lower levels of perceived collective efficacy.  Analysis of the overall mean 
scores at each site as well as at the district level revealed that schools and teams who have stronger 
degrees of PLC characteristics utilized during their collaborative work together, also show greater 
depth of teacher participation and teacher collective efficacy.  These findings further support a close 
relationship between PLCs and collective efficacy.   
 
The evidence is further supported when analyzing the percentages of teachers and principals 
selecting a score of 3-5.  E.S. 1, 2, 6, and 8 had between 98 and 100% as an overall PLC percentage 
of 3, 4, or 5 scores.  Similar results of 98-100% placing a 3, 4, or 5 were discovered with the overall 
levels of collective efficacy within each of these schools.  An analysis of this data show that the 
percentage of 3, 4, or 5 scores and the overall mean are indeed aligned and show very strong 
relationships between professional learning community characteristics and levels of perceived 
collective efficacy.   
 
Additional support is found when analyzing the API change over the past 5 years.  One example is 
E.S. 1 with a high overall PLC mean of 4.72 and a high overall collective efficacy mean of 4.67.  
This site’s API has increased by 171 points since implementing the PLC model.  On the other hand, 
E.S. 3 has a lower overall PLC mean of 4.29 and collective efficacy mean of 4.25.  While E.S. 3 has 
shown an API gain of 45 points over the past 5 years, their API increase when compared to E.S. 1 is 
126 points less, their PLC mean score is .43 less, and their collective efficacy is .42 less.  This is 
clear empirical evidence that when PLC teams work together to implement the PLC characteristics 
of DuFour and Eaker (1998) and demonstrate higher levels of collective efficacy, student 
achievement improves.  It is important to note that the similarities and differences between PLC 
teams was further explored in detail through the qualitative data collected from the eight grade level 
teams.   
 
Although the data indicated there was a high level of reported PLC implementation, when the four 
schools were selected for in depth analysis, the interview data indicated and the statistical data 
confirmed there were greater within school differences than differences in between-school mean 
scores (Appendix A).  These differences confirm findings by others that within school variability in 
student outcomes can be substantial (Jordan, Mendro, & Weerasinghe, 1997; Rivkin, Haushek, & 
Kain, 2005; Sanders & Rivers, 1996).  The qualitative data help to illustrate what these differences 
look like in terms of practices by the PLC teams.  
 
The qualitative data support the survey results and provide a nuanced understanding of the nature of 
the teachers work in the PLCs that more fully answers question 1.  The high mean scores on the 
PLC survey indicate there is not a great deal of variability among district schools; however, within 
each school teams vary.  The qualitative data help to surface commonalities amongst all teams, 
which helps to explain the generally high PLC mean scores and highlights critical differences.  All 
participants use norms to guide their collaborative work, generate short-term and long-term 
SMART goals, use common assessments, and share student achievement data within the team.  Two 
major differences, however, emerge suggesting that some teams are more effective than others 
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within each case study school.  First, the more effective teams report not just sharing data but using 
it to analyze and identify student needs and alter instruction to meet those needs.  In other words, 
there was joint action as a result of looking at the data, which has been shown to be important for 
changes in teacher practices (Chrispeels, Andrews, & Gonzalez, 2008; Little, 2003).  The less 
effective teams often did not engage in such practices.  Second, the more effective teams engage in 
more intense collaborative work, are willing to take risks and experiment until they find strategies 
that increase student mastery of standards.  They seem to be intensely committed to continuous 
improvement and are focused on results.  The document analysis further supports these findings.   
For example, documents confirm the more effective teams use the data to re-teach and reassess as is 
evidenced by the teamwork completed after the initial assessment.  The less effective teams do not 
have documents indicating re-teaching or reassessing beyond the initial sharing of data.  These 
findings suggest that there are critical differences among more and less effective teams.   
 
Research Question 2 (Subquestion 2.1):  To address question 2 and sub-questions 2.1 and 2.2 on 
how collective efficacy might contribute to PLC sustainability, four statistical tests were used.  
First, descriptive statistics were compiled to investigate collective efficacy variables across the 
schools (Table 4) and district (Tables 5).  The district’s overall collective efficacy mean score was 
4.33 with a maximum school score of 4.80 and a minimum score of 3.72.  When analyzing 
elementary vs. secondary schools, the mean elementary schools score was 4.42 and for secondary 
schools, including K-8, 4.29.  While some variance between elementary and secondary schools 
surfaced, the difference was not significant.  Similar to the PLC section of the survey instrument, 
findings indicate that overall the district has high levels of perceived collective efficacy.  Table 5 
reveals district mean scores by question, standard deviation, percent of participants responding with 
a 1 or 2 score, 3 score, and a 4 or 5 score. 
 
Table 5:  District Descriptive Collective Efficacy Statistics 
            
Survey   Mean        Std.     % 1/2     % 3          % 4/5 
Questions          Deviation     Not at all/     Some        Quite a bit/  
          Very little     degree      A great deal 
1 challenging students  4.47        .662         0                9     91 
2 motivate students 4.35        .712         0                13     87 
3 master curriculum 4.62        .600         0                5     95 
4 hard work  4.54        .846         4                4     92 
5 have needed skills 4.30        .908         5                11     84 
6 close learning gap 4.18        .718         1                14     85  
7 engaging lessons 4.17        .759         2                15     83 
8 motivated to learn 4.19        .801         3                14     83 
9 structures/practices 4.56        .614         0                6     94 
10 safety concerns 4.71        .556         1                1     98 
11 home life difficulties 3.81        .893         6               30     64 
12 critical thinking 4.06        .834         3               21     76  
Note: Items 4, 5, 8, and 10 were reverse coded.  
There are 12 collective efficacy questions utilizing the same 5-point Likert scale asking participants 
to determine their perceived level of collective efficacy within their PLC team.  Over 82% of 
respondents placed a 4 or 5 score with 10 of 12 collective efficacy questions.  Both the district PLC 
mean score of 4.44 and the collective efficacy mean score of 4.33 represent high levels of collective 
efficacy within their PLC teams when using the PLC characteristics proposed by DuFour and Eaker 
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(1998).  Fewer than 7% of respondents scored a 1 or 2 with any of the questions with no participant 
choosing a 1 or 2 score on 4 of the questions.  The results of Table 5 demonstrate the district has 
overall high levels of collective efficacy within their PLC teams as is evidenced by 7 of the 12 
collective efficacy questions revealing a mean score of at least 4.30 out of a possible 5.0 scale.   
 
Three collective efficacy questions reflected very high levels of agree or strongly agree including 
95% of participants believing they are responsible for helping every student master grade-level 
curriculum, 94% of participants stating the structures, practices, and procedures in place are 
designed to help ensure all students learn, and 92% of participants stated teachers do not give up 
when students do not want to learn.  The findings suggest that most participants have high levels of 
collective efficacy believing they have what is necessary to ensure learning for all students.  These 
findings confirm that Sanger Unified School District also has high levels of collective efficacy. 
 
The data also revealed two questions showing a lower percentage of respondents putting a 4 or 5 
with question 11 at 64% and question 12 at 76%.  These two items had the highest number of 3 
score responses, Some Degree, with 30% and 21% respectively.  The 3 score shows that while 
teachers may not have accomplished what these two questions are seeking, teachers feel they are 
implementing strategies to work towards them.  The question receiving the lowest percentage of 4 
or 5 scores, 64%, and lowest mean, 3.81, was question 11.  Question 11 asked to what degree 
teachers perceived their team as having strategies for supporting students who face difficulties at 
home.  Clearly, some teachers feel they have strategies to support their students while others do not 
feel as strongly.   
 
Overall, the high mean scores and high percentage of participants scoring a 4/5 for each of the 
collective efficacy questions demonstrate that teachers agree or strongly agree that their school has 
high levels of collective efficacy when implementing the PLC practices as defined by DuFour and 
Eaker (1998).   
 
Research Question 2 (Subquestion 2.2):  To address subquestion 2.2, correlations and multiple 
regressions was the second step in the statistical analysis to see if there was a positive correlation 
between collective efficacy and PLCs.  All 13 statements of the PLC survey section were combined 
to represent a PLC total score; the same procedure was carried out for the 12 collective efficacy 
statements.  Additionally, based on the data, the PLC survey section was divided into 3 subscales as 
follows: collective goals (item numbers 3, 5, 11, 12, 13), collective actions (2, 4, 9, 10), or focus on 
results (1, 6, 7, 8).  The collective efficacy variables were placed in one of two groups: task analysis 
(6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12) or group competency (1, 2, 3, 4, 5).  The Pearson Product Moment 
Correlation Coefficient Tests (Appendix B) revealed statistically significant differences found at the 
0.01 level (2-tailed) p<.01 between total PLC and total collective efficacy and all of the subscales.  
The data revealed a significant correlation between total PLC and total collective efficacy (r=.533; 
p<.01) suggesting a positive relationship between the work of PLC teams and collective efficacy.  
The PLC total was also found to be significantly related to group competence (r = .383; p<.01) and 
task analysis (r = .563; p<.01) demonstrating further evidence that PLC team work as perceived by 
teachers is related to their level of collective efficacy.  As a result, when teachers view themselves 
as a functioning PLC team, their level of perceived collective efficacy may be increased.  Overall, 
the researcher’s analysis found a strong, positive correlation between the variables.  To further 
explore this question, multiple regression tests (Appendix C) were conducted using group 
competency and task analysis as the collective efficacy dependant measures along with the three 
PLC subscales as the independent measures to determine the results.  An analysis of the data 
provided further evidence that the subgroups were significantly correlated at the p<0.05 or p<.01 
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level.  The multiple regression analyses was also used to determine the selection of variables and 
their paths used for the postulated model tested using structural equation modeling (SEM).   
 
Once multiple regression tests were sufficiently reviewed, SEM model testing was conducted using 
the same five grouped variables explained previously.  SEM is a series of statistical methods testing 
the goodness of fit of data to a proposed model.  Appendix D contains the goodness of fit statistics 
of the relationship between the independent and dependent variables mentioned previously.  For the 
proposed model, all model fit indices demonstrate an adequate fit of the data to the model.  The data 
revealed the RMSEA of .515 was within the 90% Confidence Interval of RMSEA.  The SEM model 
showed that PLC implementation was a predictor of higher levels of collective efficacy.   
 
Figure 3 (Appendix D) also shows the SEM results for both standardized and unstandardized 
coefficients.  The unstandardized coefficients are in parentheses.  The results demonstrate a 
significant indicator between PLC characteristics and levels of perceived collective efficacy as 
noted by a positive relationship between all variables with one exception between V45 and V48.  
For example, increased agreement among collective goals is a significant indicator of increased 
levels of group competency and task analysis; the greater the PLC team agrees to collective goals, 
the greater the level of group competency and task analysis leading to increased levels of collective 
efficacy.   
 
To further address this question, interviews were conducted.  The data suggest that the four schools 
selected overall have high levels of professional learning communities.  The teacher and principal 
interviews provide a plethora of data illustrating the relationship between PLCs and collective 
efficacy.  Most important the data support the SEM model through the description of initial 
resistance to the PLC process, gradual acceptance as principals and assistants model the process and 
more teachers received PLC professional development.  As they gained experience in carrying out 
the PLC protocols, the interviews revealed a sense of accomplishment and increased efficacy.  In 
contrast, teams that were not fully following the protocols, that is using the data to change practice 
or engage in joint work, did not convey a sense of high efficacy with the process.  In other words, 
the more the teams engaged the process, the more comfortable and efficacious they felt.  The 
qualitative data also suggest a reciprocal process, that is the more teachers engaged in PLC work, 
the more efficacious they felt, the more they pushed to deepen the work.  When analyzing more and 
less effective PLC teams those with stronger PLC teams also were found to have high collective 
efficacy scores and had higher student scores than the less effective PLC teams.  As a result, higher 
PLC scores predict higher levels of collective efficacy and student achievement. 
 
Research Question 3: The third research question and two subquestions using interview data 
examined the role of site leadership in fostering and supporting the implementation of PLCs.  
Drawing on the work of Leithwood (1994, 1998), six characteristics of transformational leadership 
were explored.  Three of the six characteristics emerged as the most prominent themes: structure, 
support, and school culture.  Participants shared how the culture changed for both students and 
teachers as a result of the PLC process.  Prior to becoming PLC schools, teachers worked mostly in 
isolation, seldom shared best practices, and focused meetings on items such as where to paint the 
white line and whether or not to allow students to have costumes for Halloween.  Over the past five 
years, this culture of isolation shifted to one of collaboration through the enactment of structures 
that created dedicated meeting time for grade-level teams and through increased access to student 
data and protocols from the DuFour and Eaker (1998) model that structured and focused the 
meetings to address student data and learning needs.  Participants also indicated that principals 
provided intellectual stimulation, effective modeling, and high expectations.   
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As these leadership practices were enacted, teachers indicated they shifted focus to students and 
their learning using data to guide next steps.  According to teachers, the result was they began to see 
significant student gains, which seemed to set up a reinforcing cycle leading to further engagement 
with key PLC practices.  As participants saw the advantages of sharing and doing work together and 
being rewarded with higher student achievement, they also reported increased levels of collective 
efficacy.   
 
Although the above describes the general pattern that emerged from the interview data regarding the 
principal’s role in supporting their teamwork, the more effective teams fully illustrated these ideas 
with their examples, whereas the less effective teams did not perceive the leadership to be acting in 
such a supportive way.  Particularly less prominent was the perception that the principal was 
providing intellectual stimulation or appropriate modeling for the teams.  This consistent pattern 
across the less effective teams of not seeing leadership as supportive was a somewhat unexpected 
finding.  Although the principals recognized that not all teams were functioning at a high level, it is 
unclear whether or not they were aware of the more negative perceptions of their leadership by 
these less well performing teams.  Overall the data supports principal leadership as being important 
in fostering the culture and structures needed for PLCs to function, and teachers in both more and 
less effective teams recognize this leadership.  However, the finding that less effective teams within 
each school did not perceive the quality of the leadership in the same way as the more effective 
teams raises important issues for future research.     
 
Implications of the Study: Several implications for practice can be drawn from this study.  First, 
site and district leaders should look to strategies for strengthening PLC teams’ mastery of the 
process of looking at student work and using the data to change practice, which in turn will enhance 
the team’s collective efficacy capacity and lead to increased student achievement.  District leaders 
should also closely examine principal leadership styles and provide the necessary skills and staff 
development supporting site leaders in how to transform the school into a PLC to ensure greater 
success in the PLC process.   
 
Another implication for practice is districts and sites interested in PLC implementation should 
consider collective efficacy and transformational leadership as interactive and complementary 
components to the PLC process.  Knowing that PLCs lead to increased collective efficacy supports 
sustaining the process once implemented.  Another implication is that while most likely reciprocal, 
leaders should start by focusing on the PLC process to enhance collective efficacy related to 
improved student achievement.  Illustrating this helps leaders better understand the importance of 
staying the course when implementing the PLC process.  As teachers become more comfortable 
with creating SMART goals and common assessments, sharing their personal data and best 
practices, and using data to drive future instruction, their level of perceived collective efficacy 
increases leading to more positive experiences within their PLC teams and ultimately increased 
student achievement.  
 
Research Recommendations 
The results of this study highlight several areas for further research.  First, it would be beneficial to 
conduct similar studies in other districts using the framework developed as a result of the study.  In 
particular is further evidence supporting the clear differences between more and less effective PLC 
teams and the relationship between collective efficacy and PLCs.  Do other districts and sites 
demonstrate similar significance of collective efficacy within a PLC model?  Similarly, are there 
measurable differences between more and less effective PLC teams?   
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A second area for further consideration is to study implementation strategies to incorporate 
collective efficacy as part of the PLC process.  How can collective efficacy be increased especially 
during the beginning steps of PLC implementation?  What collective efficacy factors effect the 
sustainability of the PLC process?  Are there practices to avoid in implementing a PLC model that 
could decrease the level of teachers’ perceived collective efficacy?  
 
A third area of consideration is the link between collective actions (a PLC subgroup) and both 
group competency and task analysis.  While the findings from the correlations and multiple 
regression tests conducted in the study showed significance between subgroups, the SEM test 
findings indicated a small positive relationship between collective actions and group competency 
and a small negative relationship between collective actions and task analysis.  What relationships 
are found between these subgroups and are there practices to enhance the relationship?     
 
A fourth area to consider is teacher perception of principal leadership quality.  The more effective 
teams in this study shared numerous examples of transformational leadership characteristics while 
the less effective teams felt less supported.  Why are there differences in teacher perception between 
more and less effective PLC teams?  What practices and skills do site leaders need to ensure all 
PLC teams function at a high level? 
 
A final area worth exploring is the reciprocal effects of collective efficacy to PLCs.  While this 
study found strong correlations through a variety of statistical tests and interview data to support 
both PLCs leading to increased collective efficacy and visa versa, the SEM model supported PLCs 
leading to increased levels of collective efficacy but not collective efficacy leading to increased 
PLCs.  In what ways does collective efficacy lead to increased PLC sustainability? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Appendix A 
 
Major Findings of the Interviews Regarding PLCs: The overall interview findings related to 
PLC characteristics are presented in Table 6.  Distinctive differences between the more and less 
effective PLC teams were discovered.   
 
       Table 6: PLC Interview Qualitative Data Findings     
 
         Characteristics More Effective     Less Effective   
    PLC Team    PLC Team   
         PLC 
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         Collective  The vision is for PLCs to be productive…  I guess he wants us to share data. He 
         Goals  We're bringing all our scores. We’re  wants us to talk about how we’re going 
looking at those scores. How is it going  to teach the next standard…Yeah, I 
to drive our instruction for reteach? How  believe the staff as a whole shares that 
is it going to drive our instruction for the vision. Whether that’s really how it’s   
next standard? So, actually having that  playing out, I don’t know. But I don’t 
true collaboration is the vision.  think it's very clear, really, what   
exactly the PLC should look like, because I think if it 
was, ours would  look different. I don't think ours 
really  is what the ideal PLC would look like. 
 
         Collective  We definitely go into detail about whatever Once we share the data, we walk away  
     Actions  we do, especially the kids…we’ll start with  with it and put it in a binder. And it    
      the kids. And we’re in a more difficult part doesn't get discussed at the level I think 
      of town, so they have really interesting  it should get discussed. It doesn’t  
      backgrounds…So we really concentrate on further drive our instruction. But we  
      our kiddos…We’re definitely here for the don't sit and go, “OK, they really didn’t     
      students. And bringing those scores to the get this. And so what are your ideas,   
      table…we’re constantly talking about what and what are your ideas?” Our team   
      they need. It’s constantly back to the students. does not develop common assessments 
      So they take a benchmark, we talk about it, together and we do very little joint 
      we SMART goal it…So we’re constantly planning. 
      going for that student outcome.    
        
         Focus on  It’s definitely not the individual teacher’s  So far it’s been individual…It’s an  
      Results  responsibility. They’re all our kids. We  individual teacher’s responsibility for 
    have 90 kids a day. So, we’re constantly the most part. Yeah. It is, really…It’s 
    rethinking our lessons…I love PLCs. I   just not a real deep conversation. And 
    really do…The first thing we always talk then it’s back on me to figure out where 
    about is the students. We either go for the   those kids are to move them ahead… 
    needs-the focus on the beginning of the  To be honest. Because I don't feel like 
    meeting is the students who are either    it's real collaborative. It’s not this real 
    struggling or that we need to reach and  joining together of sharing of ideas. It 
    make a little stronger contact with…If you just feels very separate…You want   
    benchmarked, you bring your data. We’ll honesty, right? You want the truth. At 
    put the data on the table. We talk about  this point, we're not quite moving past  
    strategies we're going to use to get them the just presenting it. 
    to proficient. Then we'll talk about what   
    we're going to do with these babies over  
    here…Keeping those high kids going,  
    finding interesting material to keep them  
    motivated, finding those extending  
    questions to get them to the next level.  
               
An analysis of the qualitative data revealed within team variances regarding the level of PLC 
characteristics.  Similarities and differences within more effective and less effective PLC teams 
were discovered throughout the participants interviewed for this study.   
 
Collective Goals:  All participants interviewed believe the majority of teachers do indeed share the 
principal’s vision albeit to differing degrees.  When inquiring about what exactly the shared vision 
is, the more effective PLC teams had a slightly different perspective than the less effective teams.  
All agreed there is an overarching understanding of moving all students forward through the use of 
data analysis and under the umbrella of the PLC characteristics especially collaboration.  Moreover, 
each team doing the PLC process effectively, having collective and attainable goals, and meeting 
the established goals was repeated by the participants.  In order for the PLC process to be effective, 
all PLC teams shared they meet weekly with clear agendas focused on student learning.  The more 
effective teachers perceive the vision as focusing on PLCs, data, and student learning.  While the 
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more effective PLC teams had a strong sense of the vision and appeared to support it, the less 
effective teams demonstrated a less cohesive view.   
 
Collective Actions:  All participants believe they focus on learning through much collaboration.  
All participants shared the collective actions of agreed upon norms and the creation of SMART 
goals and common assessments.  Participants of the more effective teams agreed they constantly 
collaborate beyond their time embedded in the day.  The more effective PLC teams know all of 
their students and make a strong effort to know each student’s name and something about them.  
This allows teams to focus on individual as well as group needs.  More effective team participants 
also stated how much they have learned from each other.  Going into detail and focusing on 
students is clearly a priority of the more effective teams.  The more effective teams repeatedly 
explained the first order of business is to always talk about students and how they are doing.  The 
more effective team participants explained their teams talk about all their students with the aim of 
improving their learning and understanding of content material.   
 
Participants from the more effective teams believe they use the PLC process to share “best 
practices” and “current reality”.  More effective PLC teams feel it is their responsibility to 
understand why their students were not successful and find strategies to ensure they do learn grade-
level standards.  The more effective teams feel fortunate because they work so well together and 
have a mutual respect for each team member.  Reviewing the stronger team’s responses clearly 
demonstrates a focus on students and their learning guided by data and directing the team’s 
pedagogy through ongoing collaboration.  The teams that have implemented the DuFour and Eaker 
(1998) PLC model to a lesser degree have had their share of challenges.  While several elements of 
PLC such as norms and SMART goals are common with the less effective teams, they clearly do 
not move beyond sharing the data. 
 
When asked what teams do in rethinking lessons when a student is performing below or above 
expectations, or is this the individual teacher's responsibility, there are clear differences between the 
more and less effective PLC teams.  The more effective teams made references to students being 
“our kids” and several participants stated they actually and truly believe that.  The critical piece 
demonstrated by the more effective teams was no mention of “yours” and “mine”. When the less 
effective teams were asked the same question, most participants said it is the individual teacher’s 
responsibility.  The less effective teams seldom mentioned reteaching or retesting students who 
were not meeting standards at the proficient level.  More effective team participants tended to 
believe PLCs encourage them to learn more, to try to be better, to want to do better for their 
students.  They want to see all their students achieve more.  They believe in the PLCs.  The more 
effective PLC teams repeatedly mentioned constantly going for that student outcome.  Participants 
of the more effective teams agree they constantly bounce ideas off each other and attempt new 
strategies to ensure learning for all their students.   
 
The less effective teams were usually unable to demonstrate taking action and experimentation as a 
team.  Participants of the less effective teams frequently said “I” throughout the interview and felt 
their students were not “ours” but rather “mine” or “yours”.  Members of the less effective teams 
made it clear they make instructional decisions individually. 
 
Focus on Result: Members of the more effective teams shared it's really about students and making 
them successful, productive members of society.  The more effective teams are committed to 
ongoing student improvement.  Clearly the more effective teams come together and discuss 
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assessment results.  Most participants shared they have forms used to break down how many 
students were advanced, proficient, basic, below basic, or far below basic within their classes.  The 
data is then used to analyze their percentages and compare the results.  If a team member has a 
higher percentage than another, teams discuss what was done differently.  This continuous going 
back and forth of what can be done to improve student achievement has led to increased student 
outcomes.  Teams also openly shared that they look at their significant subgroups.  This focus on 
student results helps teachers determine who needs extra instructional time to meet grade-level 
standards.  Using data to drive pedagogy is seen as an important PLC step and is consistently 
reported with the more effective PLC teams.  The less effective teams, however, have not moved 
beyond sharing data and felt their teams currently do not have a commitment to continuous 
improvement nor a focus on student results.   
 
Collective Efficacy Similarities and Differences Findings: Table 7 demonstrates important 
differences between the more and less effective PLC teams.  For the majority of the more effective 
team participants, multiple collective efficacy examples were presented while the less effective 
teams struggled to share examples.  An analysis of the qualitative data revealed within team 
variances regarding the level of perceived collective efficacy characteristics similar to the PLC 
findings.  The findings indicate the more effective teams demonstrated higher levels of perceived 
collective efficacy than the less effective teams.  
 
Table 7: Collective Efficacy Interview Data Findings  
Characteristics More Effective PLC Teams Less Effective PLC Teams 
Mastery Experiences Multiple Examples Limited, if any, examples 
Vicarious Experiences Multiple Examples Limited, if any, examples 
Social Persuasion Multiple Examples Limited, if any, examples 
Affective (Emotional State) Yes (positively) Yes (negatively) 
Analysis of the Teaching Task Could do it Could not do it 
Assessment of Teaching 
Competence 
PLC team has what is necessary PLC team does not have 
what is necessary 
Assessment of Teaching Competence:  When interviewing the more effective PLC teams, all 
participants had no difficulty sharing at least one example of team experiences that increased their 
levels of perceived collective efficacy.  The more effective teams were asked whether they believed 
these positive experiences were because of the work they did together and participants responded 
that it absolutely was their collective commitment to their students that helped them succeed.  The 
more effective teams agreed that sharing data and using the results to guide future instruction has 
been powerful in increasing their mastery experiences with the PLC process.  The more effective 
teams found mastery experiences help their teams work more closely together.  While the more 
effective teams were able to share numerous examples of mastery experiences, the less effective 
teams struggled to find examples and, in fact, several of the participants simply replied “no” when 
asked if they could share an example of mastery experiences.   
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The more effective PLC teams explained that training and administrative support both at the site 
and district levels were the main sources of social persuasion that helps sustain the PLC process and 
move teams forward.  Also, fellow teachers have helped encourage the PLC model in part because 
of positive student results over the past five years.  The less effective teams, in general, felt being 
held accountable and required to work in a PLC team was their social persuasion.  The more 
effective PLC teams see each member as capable of accomplishing the work of ensuring all students 
learn.  The less effective teams do not feel each member of the team has what it takes to ensure 
learning for all students. 
 
Analysis of the Teaching Task:  The more effective teams were able to share several examples 
related to vicarious experiences.  One example referenced younger teachers provided opportunities 
to learn from teachers with more experience.  The principals’ willingness allowing teachers to 
observe one another had lead to increased collective efficacy through vicarious experiences.  
Participants explained how they would bring ideas back to the team, many of which have been 
successfully implemented within the team.  The more effective teams shared they had numerous 
opportunities throughout the school year to see effective teaching strategies in other classrooms.  
When the less effective PLC teams were asked to share evidence of vicarious experiences, 
participants struggled and could not think of any.  
 
The more effective PLC teams agreed they have a good balance of fun and business at the same 
time.  As a result, teams get excited especially when their students are successful.  When the less 
effective PLC teams were asked to share an emotional state example, most could not think of any. 
The more effective teams are able to analyze their teaching tasks and multitude of situations 
interfering with student learning and adequately address them in order to ensure learning for their 
students.  The less effective teams demonstrated not yet believing, at least to the same degree as the 
more effective teams, they can succeed with their teaching tasks.  While they want all students to 
succeed, they openly shared several areas of concern such as the pacing guide forcing teams to 
move on with instruction even when students have not met the standard at the proficient level and 
the lack of team work within their PLC.   
 
Transformational Leadership Similarities and Differences Findings: The overall findings 
relating to transformational leadership are represented in Table 8. 
 
 
 
 
Table 8: Transformational Leadership Interview Data Findings  
Characteristics More Effective PLC Teams Less Effective PLC Teams 
Intellectual Stimulation Agreed Limited 
High Performance 
Expectations 
Agreed Agreed 
Individual Support Agreed Limited 
Appropriate Modeling Agreed Limited 
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Productive School Culture Agreed Split 
Structure Agreed Agreed 
Overall All transformational leadership 
characteristics shared 
Few transformational leadership 
characteristics shared 
 
An analysis of the transformational leadership qualitative data presented in Table 8 revealed 
whether the PLC team was more or less effective, the variance between the two groups found in the 
PLC and collective efficacy data was minimally revealed.  The findings indicate both the more and 
less effective teams need for transformational leadership as a significant component to ensuring the 
PLC process is implemented and sustained. 
 
Intellectual Stimulation, High Performance Expectations, and Structure:  The more effective 
teams perceive ample opportunities to reflect on their current beliefs such as a variety of 
professional development opportunities.  Participants believe the multitude of training opportunities 
have helped their teams and students.  Most participants feel the intellectual stimulation in the form 
of reflection is powerful.  While the less effective teams also provided examples demonstrating 
intellectual stimulation, the teams did so to a lesser degree and had shorter responses.  Some of the 
less effective team participants needed to be asked specific questions regarding training to solicit a 
response.   
 
All participants feel the expectations are firmly in place.  In addition to researching the PLC model, 
administration has continued to stay the course and hold teachers accountable for producing 
evidence that their students are learning.  In addition to sending teachers to a variety of trainings as 
previously mentioned, another way of accomplishing high performance expectations is by asking 
for documentation to support student learning.  Less effective teams further shared their belief that 
the documents collected have led to higher performance expectations. 
 
All participants agree there are solid structures in place conducive to the PLC model.  One way 
principals are helping with the PLC structure is by creating time embedded in the instructional day 
for teachers to collaborate.  Another way to help provide a supportive structure is by continuing to 
“make sure PLC teams have uninterrupted time for PLCs.”   
 
Individualized Support, Appropriate Modeling, and Productive School Culture: 
Teachers from the more effective PLC teams commented about feeling well supported much 
of the time and shared numerous examples supporting their views.  There is a clear sense 
from the more effective PLC teams that administration provides a variety of individualized 
support such as conducting classroom walk throughs.   
In general, all participants were successful in sharing examples of modeling though the less 
effective teams required prompting.  Several participants shared the principal models lessons 
and the PLC process during staff meetings.  There are also mentor teachers at several sites 
who work with teachers who need extra assistance. 
Principals were described as flexible “within reason” and created a variety of opportunities to share 
power and responsibility.  When implementing the PLC process, principals started a leadership 
team with representatives from each of the PLC teams.  This has afforded teachers a stronger voice 
in the decision-making process.  In addition to sharing leadership within teams, participants feel 
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leadership is shared schoolwide.  For example, PLC team members attend monthly leadership team 
meetings where they focus on the PLC work each team is currently doing and voice any concerns.  
All participants believe the school culture is productive especially in ensuring learning for their 
students.  All four sites have clearly created a positive school culture, moving from isolation to 
collaboration. 
 
Appendix B 
Correlations Among Professional Learning Community Subscales and Collective Efficacy 
Subscales (n=297) 
             
      1         2             3      4          5               6       7 
             
1. PLC Total      - 
 
2. CE Total  .533**          - 
 
3. Collective Goals .918**      .535**         -    
 
4. Collective Actions .900**      .421**     .762**          -    
 
5. Collective Results  .839**      .455**     .646**      .624**            -    
Focus 
 
6. Group Competence   .383**       .880**     .399**      .284**        .329**           - 
 
7. Task Analysis .563**       .931**     .554**      .458**        .479**       .647**          - 
             
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) p<.01  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Appendix C 
 
Multiple Regression Results         
Dependent           Independent 
 measures          Measures   
   R2             B          SE  B       β  
Group Competency .171        Collective Goals       .378         .089    .385** 
           Collective Actions            -.093         .097    .106** 
           Focus on Results       .143         .090    .178* 
 
Task Analysis  .332        Collective Goals       .406         .104    .538** 
           Collective Actions       .022         .114    .033* 
           Focus on Results       .203         .105    .331** 
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*p<0.05  **p<.01 
 
Appendix D 
 
         Model Fit Indices 
SUSD                 (.54)           V47 CFI= .902 
N=297       V44   .41     NFI= .903 
         GFI= .911 
                  RMSEA=0.515 
         90% Confidence Interval 
        (.03)     of RMSEA (.420,    .610) 
         .02      
            Reliability 
                       Cronbach’s Alpha=.834 
             V45    
    (.33)      
    .20                   (.39)      
       (-.11)             .38  
          -.09                              V48 
                                                                         
                  
               V46                             (.18)    
 .14 
 
Relationship between Collective Goals/Collective Actions/ Results Focus and Group Competency 
and Task Analysis with standardized (and unstandardized) coefficients. 
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